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Introduction 
This paper is an ethnographic work on 
the Umuezechima of Delta State, Nigeria and 
her neighbours. The neighhours are the Igbo 
to the east of the river Niger and Benin on 
the west. The Umuezechima are a 
predominantly Igbo speaking people who claim 
Benin origin and cultural heritage. Arguments 
and counter-arguments have been advanced 
on their actual identity. While scholars like 
Dike (1956) and Ryder (1968) support the · 
claim that Umuezechima and indeed other 
Western Igbo elements owe their origin and 
cultural traditions to Benin, others, such as 
Afigbo (1981) Isichei, (1972), Ijeoma (1984) 
and Onwuejeogwu, (1984) contend that the 
U muezechima, in terms of origin and cultural 
traditions, are an integral part of the larger 
lgbo stock. It is this confused state of affairs 
that inspired the study on the socio-cultural 
ties and linkages between the Umuezechima, 
Benin and lgbo (Fig. 2). The study examined 
a number of cultural factors in the context of 
the ties, affinities and divergences between 
the three areas. Specifically, the factors 
examined included settlement patterns, political 
arrangement, public administration, religion, 
succession and inheritance, and the position 
of women in the societies. Others include 
festivals, marriage patterns, land tenure, 
linguistics and historical linkages. This paper, 
however, focuses on the implications of gender 
for succession and inheritance among 
Umuezechima, Igbo and Benin. 
2  A n t h o n y  C h u k w m 1 w e i k e  O n w u m a h , .  
M e t h o d o l o g y  
T h e  m e t h o d o l o g y  a d o p t e d  f o r  t h e  s t u d y  
w a s  a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l  a n d  e t h n o g r a p h i c .  
P a r t i c i p a n t  o b s e r v a t i o n ,  i n d e p t h  i n t e r v i e w s  a n d  
s u r v e y  q u e s t i o n n a i r e s  w e r e  u t i l i s e d  f o r  d a t a  
c o l l e c t i o n s .  O t h e r  a s p e c t s  o f  t h e  m e t h o d o l o g y  
i n c l u d e d  t h e  u s e  o f  k e y  i n f o r m a n t s ,  c o n t e n t  
a n a l y s i s  o f  e x i s t i n g  w o r k s  a n d  h i s t o r i c a l  a n d  
c o m p a r a t i v e  a n a l y s i s .  D a t a  w e r e  c o l l e c t e d  a t  
B e n i n ,  I s s e l e - U k u ,  O b i o r ,  O n i c h a - U g b o ,  N r i  
a n d  A g u l e r i .  
I n  o r d e r  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  g e n d e r  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  
i n  t h e  t h r e e  s o c i e t i e s  o f  U m u e z e c h i m a ,  B e n i n  
a n d  l g b o ,  t h e  p o s i t i o n  o f  w o m e n  a n d  m e n  i n  
t h e  s o c i e t i e s  w a s  f i r s t  e x a m i n e d  a n d  t h e n  
f o l l o w e d  b y  s u c c e s s i o n  a n d  i n h e r i t a n c e .  I t  i s  
i m p o r t a n t  t o  m a k e  a  d i s t i n c t i o n  b e t w e e n  
f e m i n i s m  w h i c h  d e a l s  e x c l u s i v e l y  w i t h  w o m e n  
a n d  t h e  b r o a d e r  c o n c e p t  o f  g e n d e r ,  w h i c h  
r e f e r s  t o  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e t w e e n  m e n  a n d  
w o m e n  i n  a  g i v e n  s o c i e t y .  
T o  p u t  t h i s  d i s c u s s i o n  i n  i t s  p r o p e r  
p e r s p e c t i v e ,  i t  i s  i m p o r t a n t  t o  d i s c u s s  b r i e f l y  
t h e  c o n c e p t  o f  p a t r i a r c h y .  A  p a t r i a r c h a l  s o c i e t y  
i s  a  m a l e - c e n t r e  a n d  m a l e  d o m i n a t e d  s o c i e t y .  
P a t r i a r c h y  e m p h a s i s e s  m a l e  s u p e r i o r i t y  o v e r  
t h e  f e m a l e .  I t  i s  a  s y s t e m  w h i c h ,  e s s e n t i a l l y  
f o r  c u l t u r a l  r e a s o n s ,  d e n i e s  t h e  w o m e n f o l k  
s o m e  r i g h t s  a n d  p r i v i l e g e s .  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  i n  a  
p a t r i a r c h a l  s o c i e t y ,  a  w o m a n  c a n n o t  a s s u m e  
a n y  m e a n i n g f u l  p o l i t i c a l  p o s i t i o n  s u c h  a s  t h a t  
o f  t h e  k i n g .  A  w i f e ,  i n  s u c h  a  s o c i e t y  m u s t  b e  
s u b s e r v i e n t l y  l o y a l  t o  h e r  h u s b a n d .  I t  i s  a  
s y s t e m  i n  w h i c h  w o m e n  a r e  t o  b e  s e e n  a n d  
n o t  h e a r d .  T h u s ,  i n  s u c h  a  s o c i e t y ,  t h e  g i r l  
c h i l d  i s  c o n s i d e r e d  i n f e r i o r  t o  t h e  c h i l d .  
G e n d e r ,  S u c c e s s i o n  a n d  I n h e r i t a n c e  A m o n g  
t h e  U m u e z e c h i m a  
I n  a l l  s o c i e t i e s ,  g e n d e r  r e l a t i o n s  a r e  
c u l t u r a l l y  d e f i n e d .  S i n c e  w o m e n  o c c u p y  
p o s i t i o n s  o f  c e n t r a l  i m p o r t a n c e  i n  s o c i e t i e s ,  i t  
i s  d e e m e d  i m p e r a t i v e  t o  e x a m i n e  t h e i r  p l a c e  
( v i s - a - v i s  t h e i r  m a l e  c o u n t e r p a r t s )  i n  t h e  s o c i e t y  
w i t h  r e g a r d s  t o  s u c c e s s i o n  a n d  i n h e r i t a n c e ,  
p o l i t i c a l  r i g h t s  a n d  o b l i g a t i o n s  a s  w e l l  a s  
r e l i g i o n .  F o r  i n s t a n c e ,  t h e  t a b l e  b e l o w  i s  o n  
t h e  p o s s i b l e  a r e a s  o f  i n h e r i t a n c e  f o r  w o m e n .  
F r o m  i t ,  i t  i s  c l e a r  t h a t  w o m e n  h a v e  n o t h i n g  
t o  i n h e r i t  f r o m  t h e i r  f a m i l y  o f  o r i e n t a t i o n  
( e s p e c i a l l y  t h e i r  f a t h e r ' s  l i n e a g e ) .  
T a b l e  1 :  A r e a s  o f  I n h e r i t a n c e  o f  W o m e n  f r o m  
t h e i r  F a t h e r s  
L a n d  N o n e  
H o u s e s  
N o n e  
P e r s o n a l  e f f e c t s ,  c l o t h e s ,  A v a i l a b l e  
b e a d s  a n d  o t h e r s  
C a s h  N o n e  
- - - · - -
I t  i s  a l s o  c l e a r  t h a t  w o m e n  c a n n o t  i n h e r i t  
l a n d e d  p r o p e r t y .  T h e  s a m e  i s  t r u e  p o l i t i c a l l y  
a s  w o m e n  c a n n o t  t a k e  t h e  o z o  t i t l e  a n d  t h e r e  
i s  n o  e q u i v a l e n t  t i t l e  f o r  t h e m .  T h i s  i s  e v i d e n t  
w h e n  o n e  e x a m i n e s  t h e  e n t i r e  p o l i t i c a l  
p a r a p h e r n a l i a ,  i t  i s  a  f a c t  t h a t  w o m e n  a r e  n o t  
i n v o l v e d  i n  t h e  r u n n i n g  o f  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  
m a c h i n e r y  o f  t h e  s o c i e t y .  A l l  t h e s e  a r e  t h e  
e x c l u s i v e  p r e s e r v e  o f  m e n .  F o r  i n s t a n c e ,  a  
w o m a n  c a n  n e v e r  b e c o m e  t h e  O b i  o f  a n y  
t o w n ;  s h e  c a n n o t  e v e n  a c t  a s  a  r e g e n t  d u r i n g  
a n  i n t e r r e g n u m .  T h i s  c a n  b e  c o n t r a s t e d  w i t h  
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the practice among the Yoruba and other 
ethnic groups which allow women regency 
during an interregnum. In the history of towns 
studied, such as Issele-Uku, Onicha-Ugbo. 
Table 2: Areas of Political Powers of Women 
Umunna None 
ldumu None 
Ogbe or Ebo None 
Obodo None 
Umuada Available 
Dibia None 
Omu Available 
Onotu Available 
Obior, Obomkpaand Ezi, a woman never 
became the Diokpa (the head) of a village, a 
kindred or an extended family. All these are 
clearly demonstrated from Table 2 above. 
Exclusion of women from political offices is 
an example of a culture of gender inequality. 
It is a culture by which women are to be seen 
and not heard and must in all respects play 
roles that are subordinate to men. In their 
families of birth, they cannot aspire or be 
conferred with positions of headship because 
they are either married out of the family or 
will soon do so. Similarly, in their families of 
marriage, they cannot also become heads 
because they were not originally born into 
such families. Thus, in Umuezechima society, 
women occupy a doubly precarious position. 
Traditionally, for a woman, it is expected 
that, at the point of marriage, she must be a 
virgin. This is not the case for the man. In 
fact, a woman who is not a virgin at marriage 
is considered unchaste. A man can marry 
more than one wife but a woman can marry 
only one man at a time. A woman can only 
inherit clothes, beads bangles and cooking 
utensils from their mother. In the area of 
religion, women are not allowed to act as 
priests or to offer sacrifices directly to the 
gods. If the oracle demands that certain deities 
be propitiated or worshipped on behalf of a 
woman, it is done for her by a man. However, 
some female traditional medicine practitioners 
(dibia) exist, but the number is negligible. 
Indeed, a woman's son in many instances is 
considered superior to his mother. There are 
many meetings and gatherings to which a son . 
could be invited and allowed to participate 
but to which his mother can neither be invited 
nor allowed to participate. If a man is 
considered weak, he is derogatorily nicknamed 
a woman. Similarly, a man who is known to 
always seek his wife's views and opinion 
before taking decisions is also seen as weak 
and a woman wrapper. For a man to be 
respected, he must meet all the needs of his 
immediate family. As a result, a man is 
expected to be hardworking at all times. To 
show so much love to a wife openly is seen 
as a mark of weakness. This underscores the 
need for a man to be up and doing all the 
time. The inability of a man to cater for his 
family or a man's dependence on his wife is 
considered disgraceful and unbecoming of a 
man. Such a man is insulted and referred to 
as a "wife" to his wife. On the contrary, if a 
woman demonstrates any act of bravery or 
, .  
4  A n t h o n y  C h u k w u n w e i k e  O n w w n a h  
a c h i e v e s  a n  u n c o m m o n  f e e t ,  s h e  i s  r e f e r r e d  
t o  a s  a  " m a n " .  
T h e  U m u a d a  i s  t h e  g r o u p  f o r  w o m e n  j u s t  
a s  U m u n n a  i s  t o  t h e  m e n .  T h e  e l d e s t  d a u g h t e r  
o f  a  f a m i l y  i s  t h e  a d a  o f  t h a t  f a m i l y  w h i l e  a n  
a g g r e g a t i o n  o f  a l l  t h e  w o m e n  i n  a n  e x t e n d e d  
f a m i l y  c o n s i t i t u t e s  t h e  u m u a d a  o f  t h a t  e x t e n d e d  
f a m i l y .  I n  t h e  s a m e  w a y ,  y o u  h a v e  u m u a d a  
f o r  t h e i r  k i n d r e d  ( i d u m u )  a n d  t h e  u m u a d a  f o r  
t h e  v i l l a g e  (  O g b e ) .  T h e  u m u a d a  a r e  i m p o r t a n t  
d u r i n g  e v e n t s  s u c h  a s  b u r i a l s  a n d  f e s t i v a l s .  
D u r i n g  b u r i a l s ,  i t  i s  t h e i r  r o l e  t o  c o m e  o n  t h e  
s e c o n d  d a y  a f t e r  i n t e r n m e n t  t o  p e r f o r m  t h e  
t r a d i t i o n a l  s e a l i n g  o f  t h e  g r a v e  c a l l e d  i t e c h i i n i .  
T h e y  a l s o  g a t h e r  o n  t h e  f o u r t h  d a y  a f t e r  t h e  
i n t e r m e n t  f o r  f u n e r a l  c e l e b r a t i o n .  T h i s  i s  
k n o w n  a s  i k w a o z u .  
A n o t h e r  a r e a  w h e r e  w o m e n  h a v e  r o l e s  t o  
p l a y  i s  i n  t h e  a r e a  o f  s p i r i t u a l  c l e a n i n g .  I f  a  
w o m a n  c o m m i t s  a d u l t e r y ,  t h e  p u r i f i c a t i o n ,  
c l e a n i n g  a n d  p u n i s h m e n t  a r e  d o n e  b y  t h e  
U m u a d a ,  e x t r a m a r i t a l  a f f a i r s  b y  m e n  a r e  n o t  
c o n s i d e r e d  b a d  e x c e p t  i f  i t  i s  a n  a f f a i r  t h a t  
i n v o l v e d  h i s  r e l a t i o n  o r  s o m e o n e  e l s e ' s  w i f e .  
D u r i n g  t h e  a n n u a l  f e s t i v a l s ,  a  w o m a n  i s  
e x p e c t e d  t o  v i s i t  h e r  f a t h e r ' s  f a m i l y  t o  a s s i s t  
w i t h  t h e  p r e p a r a t i o n s  f o r  t h e  c e l e b r a t i o n s .  
W h i l e  t h e  h e a d  o f  t h e  U m u a d a  i s  k n o w n  a s  
A d a ,  t h e  h e a d  o f  t h e  U m u n n a  i s  c a l l e d  
O k p a l l a .  T h e r e f o r e ,  y o u  h a v e  O k p a l l a  f o r  
t h e  e x t e n d e d  f a m i l y ,  t h e  k i n d r e d  ( l d i m u )  a n d  
f o r  t h e  v i l l a g e  ( e g b e ) .  T h e  u m u n n a  s e t t l e s  
d i s p u t e s  a n d  s e e s  t o  t h e  w e l l  b e i n g  o f  t h e  
s o c i e t y .  I f  t h e r e  i s  a  d i s p u t e  w i t h i n  t h e  U m u a d a  
i t  i s  r e f e r r e d  t o  t h e  U m u n n a .  H o w e v e r ,  a  
c a s e  c a n n o t  b e  r e f e r r e d  f r o m  t h e  U m u n n a  t o  
t h e  U m u a d a .  A n  e x a m p l e  o f  t h e  s u b o r d i n a t e  
p o s i t i o n  o f  w o m e n  i s  t h a t  a  w o m a n  c a n n o t  
b r e a k  k o l a n u t  f o r  a  m a n .  I n  a n y  g a t h e r i n g ,  i t  
i s  t h e  p r e r o g a t i v e  o f  m e n  t o  b r e a k  k o l a - n u t  
i r r e s p e c t i v e ·  o f  t h e  n u m b e r  a n d  a g e s  o f  t h e  
w o m e n  a t  t h e  g a t h e r i n g .  
I n  a l l ,  U m u e z e c h i m a  i s  a  p r e d o m i n a n t l y  
m a l e  d o m i n a t e d  s o c i e t y .  T h i s  e x p l a i n s  s u c h  
n a m e s  a s  O k e i b u n o r ,  w h i c h  m e a n s  " a  m a n ,  
i s  t h e  b e d r o c k  o f  a  h o m e "  o r  N w a b u o k e i ,  
w h i c h  m e a n s ,  " i t  i s  a  s o n  t h a t  i s  t h e  r e a l  
c h i l d " .  I n d e e d ,  t o  d i e  w i t h o u t  a  m a l e  c h i l d  i s  
a l m o s t  a s  g o o d  a s  d y i n g  c h i l d l e s s .  B e c a u s e  
f a m i l y  c o n t i n u i t y  i s  v e r y  i m p o r t a n t  a n d  
b e c a u s e  w o m e n  w o u l d  h a v e  t o  m a r r y  i n t o  
a n o t h e r  f a m i l y ,  a n  a l l  f e m a l e  f a m i l y  i s  
c o n s i d e r e d  l e s s  t h a n  d e s i r a b l e .  F o r  i n s t a n c e ,  
i f  a  f a m i l y  h a s  b e e n  g i v i n g  b i r t h  t o  o n l y  
f e m a l e s  a n d  e v e n t u a l l y  a  m a l e  c h i l d  a r r i v e s ,  
s o m e  p a r e n t s  w o u l d  n a m e  s u c h  a  c h i l d  
N k e m c h o ,  w h i c h  m e a n s  " w h a t  I  d e s i r e " .  O n  
t h e  o t h e r  h a n d ,  a  f a m i l y  a f t e r  t h e  d e l i v e r y  o f  
m a n y  d a u g h t e r s  c o u l d  n a m e  o n e  o f  t h e m  
U k e m u a m u n a ,  w h i c h  m e a n  " w h i c h  e v e r  o n e  
t h a t  I  g a v e  b i r t h  t o " .  T h e  r e l u c t a n t  e x p r e s s i o n  
o f  g r a t i t u d e  ( t o  G o d )  t h a t  i s  i m p l i c i t  i n  t h e  
a b o v e  n a m e  i s  a  p o i n t e r  t o  t h e  l o w  a c c e p t a n c e  
o f  t h e  g i r l  c h i l d  i n  U m u e z e c h i m a .  I n  a  s i t u a t i o n  
w h e r e  a  s p o u s e  h a s  a l l  f e m a l e s  a s  c h i l d r e n  
a n d  w i t h  v e r y  s l i m  c h a n c e s  o f  h a v i n g  m o r e  
c h i l d r e n ,  c u s t o m  p e r m i t s  t h a t  o n e  o f  t h e  
d a u g h t e r s  b e  r e t a i n e d  a t  h o m e  u n m a r r i e d .  I n  
t h i s  c a s e ,  s h e  i s  e x p e c t e d  t o  b e a r  c h i l d r e n  
w h o  w o u l d  b e l o n g  t o  h e r  f a t h e r .  T h e  
e x p e c t a t i o n  i s  t h a t  i n  t h e  p r o c e s s ,  s h e  c o u l d  
g i v e  b i r t h  t o  a  s o n  w h o  w i l l  e n s u r e  t h e  
c o n t i n u i t y  o f  t h e  l i n e a g e .  T h i s  p r a c t i c e  i s  c a l l e d  
i d e g b . e .  F o r  a  w o m a n  t o  b e  k e p t  a s  a n  i d e g b e ,  
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her father must inform his kindred by 
slaughtering a goat for them. A woman who 
has been retained as an idegbe is automatically 
treated as a man with the rights , obligations 
and privileges of men. The children begotten 
under this situation are considered as legitimate 
members of the family. Anyone who makes 
any form of derogatory remark about them is 
severely punished. 
We can also fully grasp gender relationship 
in Umuezechima if we examine the 
relationship between lssele-Uku, Obior and 
Onicha-Ugbo. These three towns are 
contesting for the headship of the Ezexhima 
clan. Obior is, without any controversy, the 
eldest of all the descendants of Ezechima. 
However, all the other eight towns are 
unanimous in the view that Obior cannot be 
the head of Umuezechima since her founder 
was a woman; Obior has vehemently and 
repeatedly denied this clain, insisting that its 
founder was a man called Ukpalli and uses 
this as basis to justify its claim to the headship 
of the clan. 
Beyond Umuezechima, the same scenario 
was observed in Ubulu clan. Ubulu- Uno 
claims to be the head of the clan because its 
founder, Aniobodo, was the eldest child of 
Ezemu, the founder of the clan. While 
admitting that Aniobodo was the eldest child, 
the other towns maintain that Ubulu-Uno 
cannot be the head of the clan because its 
founder Aniobodo was a woman- a claim 
which Ubulu- Uno denies insisting that 
Aniobodo was a man. The point of interest 
here is to bring to the fore the subordinate 
position of women to men. Otherwise, of what 
interest is it to anyone if its founder was a 
man or a woman if not that being a woman in 
these societies, traditionally, commands lower 
recognition and status than to be a man . 
As a result of the above, inheritance is 
mainly from the father to the eldest son. If a 
man dies, his eldest son, Diokpala succeeds 
him as the head of the family and inherits his 
house or houses if he had more than one. If 
the man died without a house, the place where 
he was buried would be inherited by his first 
son who is expected to build on it. Thus, in 
Umuezechima, burial sites are very important 
because of its implication for inheritance. If 
the deceased had acres of land, it will be 
shared among his sons with the first son taking 
the lion share. As the first son inherits assets, 
he also inherits liabilities. It is his duty to see 
to the upbringing of the underage children of 
his late father. When they reach marriagable 
age, he arranges marriage for them and is 
expected to pay a greater part of the costs 
that may arise in the process. In the same 
way, if his late father left a young wife, he 
also inherits her though he could also marry 
his own wife when the time comes. If there 
were more than one wife, the other male 
siblings could inherit any of them. This is 
called igbunwunyenanzo. This is the practice 
of widow inheritance. In the same way, a 
brother can inherit his late brother's wife but 
an elder brother cannot inherit the wife of his 
late younger brother. In a polygamous setting, 
there is a slightly different scenario. For 
instance, if the eldest son had already inherited 
his father's house he cannot inherit the house 
built for his brother. This will be inherited by 
his immediate younger brother. Commenting 
t  
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o n  t h i s ,  a n  i n f o r m a n t  ( M a r y  M o s i n d i ,  P e r s o n a l  
C o m m u n i c a t i o n  2 0 0 6 )  s t a t e d  t h u s :  
I t  i s  a g a i n s t  o u r  c u s t o m  f o r  t h e  f i r s t  s o n  t o  i n h e r i t  
t h e  e s t a t e  o f  h i s  f a t h e r  a n d  a l s o  i n h e r i t  t h a t  o f  h i s  
m o t h e r .  
I f  a  m a n  d i e s  w i t h o u t  c h i l d r e n ,  h i s  p r o p e r t y  
w i l l  b e  i n h e r i t e d  b y  h i s  i m m e d i a t e  y o u n g e r  
b r o t h e r  w h o  i s  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  t h e  n e x t  o f  k i n .  
I t  i s  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  l o w  r e c o g n i t i o n  
a c c o r d e d  w o m e n  t h a t  t h e y  d o  n o t  i n h e r i t  f r o m  
t h e i r  f a t h e r s  a n d  h a v e  o n l y  l i m i t e d  i n h e r i t a n c e  
r i g h t s  f r o m  t h e i r  m o t h e r s .  W h i l e  s h a r i n g  t h e i r  
m o t h e r ' s  p r o p e r t i e s ,  t h e  e l d e s t  d a u g h t e r  t a k e s  
a  g r e a t e r  s h a r e  b u t  p a r t s  a r e  a l s o  g i v e n  t o  t h e  
o t h e r  d a u g h t e r s .  I t  i s  e x p e c t e d  t h a t ,  t o  e n j o y  
i n h e r i t a n c e  r i g h t s  f r o m  a n y  p a r e n t ,  s u c h  a  
c h i l d  w o u l d  h a v e  a c c o r d e d  h i s  o r  h e r  
d e c e a s e d  p a r e n t s  f u l l  b u r i a l  r i t e s .  
G e n d e r ,  S u c c e s s i o n  a n d  I n h e r i t a n c e  i n  
B e n i n  
T h o u g h  B e n i n  i s  b a s i c a l l y  a  p a t r i a r c h a l  
s o c i e t y ,  y e t  w o m e n  a r e ,  t o  s o m e  e x t e n t  
r e c o g n i s e d .  B e n i n  c u s t o m s  m a k e  p r o v i s i o n  
f o r  t h e  p o s i t i o n  o f  I y i o b a  o r  t h e  q u e e n  m o t h e r .  
B o t h  t h e  E d a i k e n  ( a  t i t l e  c o n f e r r e d  o n  t h e  
e l d e s t  s o n  o f  t h e  O b a )  a n d  t h e  I y i o b a  a r e  t h e  
j o i n t s  r u l e r s  o f  U s e l u .  T h e  E d a i k e n ,  i s ,  
h o w e v e r ,  s a i d  t o  b e  t h e  m a i n  h e a d  o f  p o l i t i c a l  
a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  m a c h i n e r y  o f  U s e l u  b u t  o n l y  
a s s i s t e d  b y  t h e  l y i o b a .  H o w e v e r ,  t h e r e  a r e  
c e r t a i n  r i g h t s  a n d  p r i v i l e d g e s  w h i c h  a  w o m a n  
c a n n o t  e n j o y  i n  B e n i n .  F o r  i n s t a n c e ,  a  w o m a n  
c a n n o t  b e  t h e  O b a  o f  B e n i n ,  t h e  h e a d  o r  
O k a e g b e e  o f  a  f a m i l y  o r  a n  O d i o n w e r e ( h e a d  
o f  c o u n c i l  o f  e l d e r s ) .  W o m e n  c a n n o t  a l s o  t a k e  
t i t l e s .  T h i s  n o t w i t h s t a n d i n g ,  w o m e n  p l a y  s o m e  
r o l e s  i n  t h e  s o c i o - c u l t u r a l  s e t t i n g  o f  t h e  p a l a c e .  
F o r  e x a m p l e ,  t h e  O b a  ' s  h a r e m ,  u n d e r  t h e  
c o n t r o l  o f  O k h a i f i e h a ,  c h a n t  r o y a l  s o n g s  d u r i n g  
c h i e f t a i n c y  i n s t a l l a t i o n .  T h e  s a m e  i s  d o n e  w h e n  
t h e  O b a  i s  h o s t i n g  a  n a m i n g  c e r e m o n y .  T h e  
s o n g s  m u s t  n e v e r  b e  s u n g  b y  w o m e n  o u t s i d e  
t h e  p a l a c e  g r o u p s .  
W h i l e  p o l y g a m y  i s  a n  a c c e p t a b l e  p r a c t i c e ,  
i t  i s  m e n  w h o  c a n  m a r r y  m a n y  w i v e s  
( p o l y g y n y ) ,  t h e  m a r r i a g e  o f  a  w o m a n  t o  m a r r y  
h u s b a n d s ,  ( p o l y a n d r y ) ,  i s  f o r b i d d e n .  I n  B e n i n ,  
a  g o o d  w o m a n  i s  t h e  o n e  w h o  p l a y s  a  
s u p p o r t i v e  b u t  s u b o r d i n a t e  r o l e  t o  h e r  h u s b a n d .  
A  w o m a n  w h o  d o e s  n o t  s u b m i t  w h o l l y  t o  h e r  
h u s b a n d  i s  s e e n  a s  a  b a d  w o m a n .  A s  s u c h ,  a  
w o m a n  m u s t  b e  i n d u s t r i o u s ,  c h a s t e  a n d  
r e p u t a b l e  a s  a  g o o d  h o m e - k e e p e r .  
B e n i n ,  o t h e r w i s e  c a l l e d  E d o ,  h a s  a n  
i n h e r i t a n c e  s y s t e m  t h a t  i s  s h r o u d e d  i n  r i t u a l s ,  
c e r e m o n i e s ,  f a m i l y  a n d  s o c i e t a l  s e c r e t s .  I t  i s  
a  t r a d i t i o n  w h i c h  a c c o r d s  t h e  f i r s t  s o n  ( k n o w n  
a s  o m o d i o n )  o v e r w h e l m i n g  a d v a n t a g e  o v e r  
t h e  o t h e r  c h i l d r e n .  A c c o r d i n g  t o  a n  i n f o r m a n t .  
T h e r e  a r e ,  h o w e v e r ,  l e g i t i m a t e  a n d  i l l e g i t i m a t e  
f i r s t  s o n s .  A  l e g i t i m a t e  f i r s t  s o n  i s  t h e  o n e  w h o s e  
m o t h e r  i s  p r o p e r l y  m a r r i e d  t o  h i s  f a t h e r .  T h i s  
e n t a i l s  t h a t  b r i d e  p r i c e  w a s  p a i d  a n d  t h e  w o m a n  
p e r f o r m e d  t h e  k e  ' w u  c e r e m o n y .  T h i s  i s  a  
c e r e m o n y  d u r i n g  w h i c h  a  w o m a n  c o o k s  f o r  h e r  
h u s b a n d  a n d  h i s  f a m i l y .  I f  a  w o m a n  h a s  n o t  
p e r f o r m e d  t h i s  c e r e m o n y  a n d  g i v e s  b i r t h  t o  a  f i r s t  
s o n ,  s u c h  a  s o n  i s  a n  i l l e g i t i m a t e  f i r s t  s o n .  
( E b o h o n , P e r s o n a l  C o m m u n i c a t i o n :  2 0 0 6 ) .  
T r a d i t i o n a l l y ,  t w o  t h i n g s  c o u l d  b e  i n h e r i t e d  
i n  B e n i n  ( l g b e ,  2 0 0 6 :  1 0 ) .  T h e s e  a r e  h o u s e s  
a n d  t i t l e s  t h a t  a r e  h e r e d i t a r y .  I f  a  B e n i n  m a n  
h a s  m a n y  h o u s e s ,  t h e  h o u s e  w h i c h  h e  l i v e s  i n  
i s  h i s  i g i o g b e .  O n  h i s  d e m i s e ,  i t  a u t o m a t i c a l l y  
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belongs to his first son, the Omodion. It is 
never shared. It was pointed out (Ebohon, 
personal communication, 2006) that before 
the Omodion inherits his father's property, 
he must have done all the final funeral rites 
of his father, which he alone can perform. 
This ceremony is called the ukonwen. Though 
the omodion succeeds his father as the head 
of the family (the Okaegbee) and also inherits 
the /globe, he is not entitled to the sole 
ownership of the property. 
A woman's properties are inherited by 
all her children, male and female. Unlike some 
other societies, Benin women have some 
inheritance rights. They can inherit land, 
houses and other things from their fathers but 
cannot inherit the igiogbe. In a polygynous 
setting, where there are as many as five wives 
the man is said to have five doors. If the man 
dies, his first son has the right of first choice, 
especially of the igiogbe. Thereafter, his estate 
is shared among the number of wives he has. 
Bin is refer to each wife as a door. The custom 
is tha no urho can have a share twice before 
another urho. 
One of my informants stated that: 
If a man die widwut a male child, it is said in 
Benin that the ancestral staff has fallen into d1e 
bag. To bring it out, one of the brothers, preferably 
of the same mother and father, will be taken to 
continue his lineage. If he has none, then his 
daughters will be examined. cro~ the daug_hter, 
the one who is married to a Berun man wtll be 
chosen. One of the sons of this daughter, married 
to a Benin man, will be asked to continue his 
maternal grand father's lineage. In this case, he 
is no longer the son of his biological father and 
will never bear his name. He automatically 
becomes a brother to his mother by being 
biologically and perpetually adopted by his 
mother's family. (Ebohon; 2006: personal 
communication). 
If the succession issue is one of palace title, 
the usual role of primogeniture will apply. In 
a case where there are complications, such as 
when a chief dies without a son, the Oba 
might use his royal authority to appoint 
someone to take the title. It is forbidden for 
an older person to inherit from the late younger 
siblings. Though women do not take titles, 
they could be given some royal positions such 
as Okhaifieha, who is the person who 
organises the women to chant royal songs 
when the Oba is hosting a naming ceremony 
or when a new chief is being installed. 
The above is a representation of the 
traditional Benin practices of inheritance and 
succession. Western cultural influences have 
altered all these. With the growth in the 
accumulation of wealth, it is no longer possible 
for the eldest male child to take the lion's 
share of his deceased father's estate even if it 
is the igiogbe. People who are married under 
English Law now prepare wills stating who 
inherits which property. Nonetheless, such 
wills could only be successfully implemented 
under exceptional circumstances as the custom 
still remains paramount. 
Gender, Succession and Inheritance 
Among the lgbo 
Igbo society especially of Nri extraction, 
accords women some recognition though they 
are still considered inferior to men. Women 
are the custodian of various homes and they 
also belong to so many cultural organisations. 
For instance, there is the elite group of women 
t  
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c a l l e d  i l i m a d u n a t o  o r  t h i r t y  s t r o n g  w o m e n ,  
m e m b e r s h i p  o f  w h i c h  i s  d e t e r m i n e d  b y  t h e  
k i n d r e d .  E a c h  k i n d r e d  p r o v i d e s  a  m e m b e r  
i n t o  t h e  i l i m a d u n a t o  g r o u p  o f  i t s  v i l l a g e  w h o  
a s s i s t  i n  t h e  m a i n t e n a n c e  o f  l a w  a n d  o r d e r .  
F o r  e x a m p l e ,  i f  a  d o m e s t i c  a n i m a l  d e s t r o y s  
c r o p s ,  m e m b e r s  o f  t h i s  g r o u p  c a n  s e i z e  t h e  
a n i m a l  t i l l  t h e  o w n e r  p a y s  a  r a n s o m  b e f o r e  i t  
i s  r e l e a s e d .  T h e y  a l s o  k e e p  s u r v e i l l a n c e  i n  
t h e  t o w n  a g a i n s t  t h i e v e s .  T h e r e  i s  a l s o  a n o t h e r  
w o m e n ' s  g r o u p  c a l l e d  A m u  N a  U n o .  T h e s e  
a r e  w o m e n  b o r n  i n  N r i  a n d  a l s o  m a r r i e d  i n  
N r i .  T h e y  a s s i s t  t o  m a i n t a i n  l a w  a n d  o r d e r  
a n d  a l s o  e n g a g e  i n  c o m m u n i t y  d e v e l o p m e n t  
e f f o r t s .  C u r r e n t l y ,  t h e y  a r e  e n g a g e d  i n  t h e  
b u i l d i n g  o f  a  h e a l t h  c e n t r e  i n  N  r i .  T h e r e  i s  
a l s o  U g o s i n b a  o r  A m u  n a n b a .  T h e s e  a r e  
p e o p l e  b o r n  o u t s i d e  N r i  b u t  m a r r i e d  t o  N r i  
m e n .  L i k e  t h e  o t h e r  g r o u p s ,  t h e y  s u p p o r t  i n  
t h e  m a i n t e n c e  o f  l a w  a n d  o r d e r  t o o ,  a n d  t h e y  
a l s o  e n g a g e  i n  c o m m u n i t y  d e v e l o p m e n t .  
W o m e n  o f  N r i  o r i g i n  m a r r i e d  o u t s i d e  d o  n o t  
c o n s t i t u t e  a n y  g r o u p .  T h e y  p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  f a m i l y  
c e r e m o n i e s  s u c h  a s  m a r r i a g e s  a n d  f u n e r a l s .  
T h e r e  i s  a l s o  t h e  U m u a d a ,  w h i c h  i s  t h e  g r o u p  
o f  w o m e n  b o r n  i n t o  e i t h e r  a  k i n d r e d  o r  a  
t o w n .  S o  y o u  h a v e  u m u a d a  o f  a  k i n d r e d ,  
u m u a d a  o f  a  t o w n  a n d  s o  o n .  U m u a d a  m a i n l y  
s e t t l e  d i s p u t e s  b e t w e e n  t h e i r  b r o t h e r s  o r  o t h e r  
m a l e  m e m b e r s  o f  t h e i r  e x t e n d e d  f a m i l i e s  a n d  
t h e i r  w i v e s .  
B o t h  i n  N r i  a n d  A g u l e r i ,  w o m e n  c a n  t a k e  
t h e  I y o m  t i t l e  w h i c h  i s  t h e  e q u i v a l e n t  o f  t h e  
m a l e  t i t l e  o f o z o .  I t  i s  u s u a l l y  a n  e l a b o r a t e  a n d  
c o s t l y  c e r e m o n y  w h i c h  o n l y  t h e  r i c h  c a n  
a f f o r d .  A n  I y o m  t i t l e  h o l d e r  c o u l d  b e  i d e n t i f i e d  
b y  t h e  b a n g l e s  w o r n  o n  h a n d s  a n d  l e g s .  W h e n  
a  n e w  e n t r a n t  i n t o  I y o m  s o c i e t y  i s  a b o u t  t o  b e  
i n i t i a t e d ,  s h e  p a y s  a  m a n d a t o r y  l e v y .  T h e  
m o n e y  i s  s h a r e d  a m o n g  t h e  e x i s t i n g  m e m b e r  
o f  t h e  I y o m  s o c i e t y .  A s  a  s o u r c e  o f  i n c o m e  t o  
t h e  e x i s t i n g  m e m b e r s ,  i t  c o u l d  b e  d e s c r i b e d  
a s  a  s o c i a l  s e c u r i t y  s y s t e m .  T h e y  a r e  a c c o r d e d  
r e s p e c t  i n  t h e  m i d s t  o f  o t h e r  w o m e n .  A  n e w  
I y o m  h a s  t o  a d o p t  a  n a m e  w i t h  w h i c h  s h e  
w i l l  b e  k n o w n .  D u r i n g  t h e  i g u A r o  f e s t i v a l ,  
t h e y  o c c u p y  t h e  f r o n t  s e a t  n e a r  t h e  E z e  N r i .  
A l l  t h e s e  n o t  w i t h s t a n d i n g ,  w o m e n  a r e  
s u p p o s e d  t o  b e  s u b o r d i n a t e  t o  m e n .  F o r  
i n s t a n c e ,  i f  t h e  h e a d  o f  a  f a m i l y  d i e s ,  a  w o m a n  
c a n n o t  s u c c e e d  h i m  n o  m a t t e r  h o w  o l d  s h e  
m a y  b e .  T h o u g h  w o m e n  c a n  t a k e  t h e  I y o m  
t i t l e ,  t h e  o z o  t i t l e  o f  m e n  c o m m a n d s  m o r e  
r e s p e c t  a n d  r e c o g n i t i o n .  F o r  i n s t a n c e ,  i t  i s  
f r o m  t h e  o z o  t i t l e - h o l d e r s  t h a t  m e m b e r s  o f  
t h e  r u l i n g  c o u n c i l  a r e  a p p o i n t e d  a n d  n o t  f r o m  
t h e  I y o m  g r o u p .  
I t  i s  a  p u r e l y  p a t r i a r c h a l  s o c i e t y .  
I n h e r i t a n c e  i s  f r o m  f a t h e r  t o  t h e  s o n .  
A c c o r d i n g  t o  T o n y  A k u n n e  ( 2 0 0 6 :  p e r s o n a l  
c o m m u n i c a t i o n )  t h e  k e e p e r  o f  O d i n a n i  
m u s e u m  i n  N r i ,  t h e  f i r s t  s o n ,  k n o w n  a s  
D i o k p a l l a  i s  g i v e n  p r i o r i t y .  H e  i n h e r i t s  t h e  
f a t h e r ' s  o b u  o r  t e m p l e  w h i c h  i s  r e g a r d e d  a s  a  
v e r y  i m p o r t a n t  p o s s e s s i o n  o f  t h e  d e c e a s e d .  
O t h e r  c h i l d r e n  w i l l  b e  g i v e n  o t h e r  a r e a s  t o  
b u i l d  t h e i r  o w n  h o u s e s  w h e n  t h e y  c o m e  o f  
a g e .  T h i s  i s  c a l l e d  i p u o b u  w h i c h  m e a n s  l e a v i n g  
t h e  o b u .  I t  i s  t h e  D i o k p a l l a  t h a t  m u s t  r e m a i n  
i n  h i s  f a t h e r ' s  c o m p o u n d  w h e r e  h e  w a s  b u r i e d  
a n d  w h e r e  t h e  o b u  i s .  S t r i c t l y ,  w o m e n  d o  n o t  
i n h e r i t  f r o m  t h e i r  f a t h e r s .  B u t  a  f a t h e r  c o u l d  
g i v e  a  p o r t i o n  o f  l a n d  t o  a n y  o f  h i s  d a u g h t e r s  
a s  a  g i f t .  B u t  i f  h e  d i e s  i n t e s t a t e ,  a  d a u g h t e r  
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cannot inherit any of his properties. On the 
inheritance of land, the Diokpalla inherits the 
lion share including the obu and its adjoining 
land. He also inherits his father's prime farm 
land called anajinaanaede, the land for yam 
and cocoyam. Thereafter, the others are shared 
among the remaining children. If it is a 
polygamous family, the land is shared equally 
among the children based on the number of 
wives in the family. But this is after the first 
son has taken the lion share. In Nri, the place 
where a woman lives is called the nkpuke 
while the place man lives is called the obu. 
According to Nri custom, it is the last son 
who inherits the nkpuke. He is called oduduna, 
which means a child came at the tail end . If 
the last child does not like the nkpuke and 
rejects it, the Diokpalla can assign another 
place to him. In that case, he fo rfeits the 
nkpuke to the first son . 
Exploring the Lineages and Divergences 
In some areas, the• inher itance and 
succession system in Beni n and in 
Umuezechima follow the same pattern. There 
is the special emphasis on the first son. In 
Benin, he succeeds the father as Okeegbee 
while in Umuezechima he is known as 
Diokpalla. It was found that Igbo equally 
believe in the supremacy of the eldest son 
also known as Diokpalla. In both places, the 
first son has right of first choice and actually 
takes a larger share of a deceased parent's 
estate. There are similar practices where the 
igiogbe in Benin, the main building of a late 
man ' s house , is also the same as in 
Umuezechima where the main building of a 
man belongs to his eldest son. 
Nonetheless, there are areas of departure 
between Benin and Umuezechima inheritance 
patterns while seniority by age is used 
absolutely in Umuezechima, this is not the 
case in Benin. Rather, after concession has 
been given to the eldest son, the outstanding 
property is shared based on the number of 
wives of the deceased man. The inheritance 
system in Benin in this aspect follows closely 
that of the lgbo at N ri which shares a dead 
man's estate not entirely according to seniority 
but also on the basis of the number of wives 
he had. A point that is worthy of note is that 
among the Umuezechima and their lgbo 
brothers east of the Niger, women cannot 
inherit anything from their fathers . Even from 
their mothers, they can only inherit clothes, 
beads and cooking utensils. The situation in 
Benin differs because women have some 
limited inheritance rights from their fathers. 
A woman cannot be the head or Okaegbee of 
a family. She cannot inherit a title but she can 
inherit land and houses, except the lgiogbe. 
In a! I, it could be observed that 
Umuezechima inheritance system is tied to 
the system in Benin and N ri. 
Conclusion 
This study reveals that the lgbo of Nri, 
the Umuezechima and Benin are overwhelming 
male-centred societies. In all the places, women 
cannot aspire to certain positions of leadership . 
A woman cannot become the EzeNri, or the 
Oba of Benin or Obi in an Umuezechima 
town. A woman cannot also become the head 
of a kindred or lineage. In the same vein, in 
Benin, till the present day and in traditional 
Umuezechima, a woman cannot take a 
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c h i e f t a i n c y  t i t l e .  H o w e v e r ,  w h i l e  w o m e n  a r e  
n o w  b e i n g  c o n f e r r e d  w i t h  c h i e f t a i n c y  t i t l e s  i n  
U m u e z e c h i m a ,  B e n i n ,  h a s  a d h e r e d  s t r i c t l y  t o  
t h e  t r a d i t i o n  o f  n o t  c o n f e r r i n g  t i t l e s  o n  w o m e n .  
O f  t h e  t h r e e  s o c i e t i e s ,  t h e  I g b o  a p p e a r  t o  
a c c o r d  m o r e  r e c o g n i t i o n  t o  w o m e n .  W o m e n  
c a n  f o r  e x a m p l e  t a k e  t h e  l y o m  t i t l e .  T h e r e  i s  
a l s o  t h e  g r o u p  o f  e l i t e  w o m e n  k n o w n  a s  
i l i m a d u n a t o  o r  t h i r t y  s t r o n g  w o m e n .  D u r i n g  
t h e  i g u a r o  f e s t i v a l ,  t h e y  s i t  v e r y  c l o s e  t o  t h e  
E z e N r i .  I t  c o u l d  b e  o b s e r v e d  t h a t  t h e y  a r e  a n  
i n t e g r a l  p a r t  o f  t h e  p u b l i c  a d m i n i s t r a t i o n  o f  
t h e  I g b o  s o c i e t y .  T h e  r e c o g n i t i o n  e n j o y e d  b y  
w o m e n  i s  f u r t h e r  e x e m p l i f i e d  b y  t h e  A b a  
w o m e n ' s  r i o t  o f  1 9 2 9 .  F r o m  a l l  o f  t h e  a b o v e ,  
i t  c o u l d  b e  o b s e r v e d  t h a t  g e n d e r  r e l a t i o n s h i p s ,  
s u c c e s s i o n  a n d  i n h e r i t a n c e  i n  U m u e z e c h i m a  
i s  a  r e f l e c t i o n  o f  a s p e c t s  o f  B e n i n  a n d  I g b o  
g e n d e r ,  s u c c e s s i o n  a n d  i n h e r i t a n c e  s y s t e m s .  
I t  t h e r e f o r e  r e i n f o r c e s  t h e  v i e w  t h a t  t h e y  ( t h e  
U m u e z e c h i m a )  a r e  a  g o o d  e x a m p l e  o f  a  
h y b r i d i s e d  s o c i o - c u l t u r a l  p h e n o m e n o n .  
F r o m  t h i s  s t u d y ,  g e n d e r  r e l a t i o n s h i p  i n  
B e n i n ,  U m u e z e c h i m a  a n d  a m o n g  t h e  I g b o  o f  
N  r i  e x t r a c t i o n ,  t o  s o m e  e x t e n t ,  s h o w c a s e s  t h e  
s i t u a t i o n  i n  t h e  l a r g e r  N i g e r i a n  s o c i e t y .  I t  i s  a  
s i t u a t i o n  o f  g e n d e r  i n e q u a l i t y  t h a t  i s  s k e w e d  
a s y m m e t r i c a l l y  a g a i n s t  w o m e n .  I n t e r e s t i n g l y ,  
p r o g r e s s  i s  n o w  b e i n g  m a d e ,  t h o u g h  s l o w l y ,  
t o  p r o m o t e  g e n d e r  e q u a l i t y .  F o r  i n s t a n c e ,  
N i g e r i a  i s  n o t  o n l y  a  s i g n a t o r y  t o  b u t  h a s  a l s o  
r a t i f i e d ,  t h e  c o n v e n t i o n  o n  t h e  e l i m i n a t i o n  a l l  
f o r m s  o f  d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  a g a i n s t  w o m e n  s i n c e  
1 9 8 5 .  I t  h a s  a l s o  c r e a t e d  t h e  M i n i s t r y  o f  
W o m e n ' s  A f f a i r s  a n d  f o r m u l a t e d  t h e  N a t i o n a l  
P o l i c y  o n  W o m e n .  C o m m e n d a b l e  a s  t h e s e  
e f f o r t s  m a y  b e ,  t h e  r e a l i t y  o f  t h e  s i t u a t i o n  i s  
t h a t  N i g e r i a  i s  s t i l l  f a r  f r o m  a  s o c i e t y  w h e r e  
t h e r e  i s  g e n d e r  e q u i t y .  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  t h e r e  i s  
n o  w o m a n  w h o  i s  a  s t a t e  g o v e r n o r .  S i m i l a r l y ,  
t h e  n u m b e r  o f  w o m e n  l e g i s l a t o r s  f o r  t h e  w h o l e  
c o u n t r y  i s  l e s s  t h a n  f i v e  p e r c e n t .  
T h i s  s c e n a r i o  p e r m e a t e s  t h e  e n t i r e  
N i g e r i a n  s o c i e t y  w h e r e  w o m e n  a r e  u n d e r -
r e p r e s e n t e d  i n  k e y  p o s i t i o n s .  B a s i c a l l y ,  t h e  
r e a s o n s  a r e  c u l t u r a l .  T h e r e f o r e ,  t o  e n s u r e  
g e n d e r  b a l a n c e  a n d  a  f r a m e w o r k  w h e r e  
w o m e n  a n d  m e n  a r e  e q u a l  p a r t n e r s  i n  
p r o g r e s s ,  a  p r o g r a m m e  o f  c u l t u r a l  r e -
o r i e n t a t i o n  i s  v e r y  i m p o r t a n t .  I t  m u s t  b e  a  
p r o g r a m m e  t h a t  w o u l d  e n c o u r a g e  N i g e r i a n s  
t o  a c c e p t  m e n  a n d  w o m e n  a s  e q u a l s .  T o  
a c h i e v e  t h i s  w i l l  c e r t a i n l y  n o t  b e  e a s y  b u t  
e f f o r t s  i n  t h a t  d i r e c t i o n  w i l l  u l t i m a t e l y  y i e l d  
r e s u l t s .  
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